In a life-span perspective, Baglio and Marchetti make the hypothesis of "the existence of multiple kinds of Theory of Mind" and urge the transition from a discrete to a dimensional approach in the study of mentalization ("ToM may vary along a quantitative and a qualitative continuum"). We resist such a plea and argue that we can stick to a discrete approach which posits just a single early-developing mindreading system, and then works out a "third-person first" perspective on mentalization, according to which the understanding of other minds both ontogenetically precedes and grounds the understanding of our own minds. In this third-person first framework, Baglio and Marchetti\'s claim that mentalization is "a multifaceted set of competences liable to influence---and be influenced by---a manifold of psychosocial aspects" is reformulated as follows: first-person mentalization evolves in an interplay of third-person mentalization, autobiographical memory and socio-communicative skills attuned by cultural variables. Let us examine these points one by one.

In the first place, we take a *nativist-modularist* perspective on third-person mentalization (henceforth "mindreading"). After Onishi and Baillargeon\'s ([@B22]) groundbreaking paper, enough evidence has accumulated to endorse the hypothesis that a form of primary mindreading is not a developmental achievement, but an innate social-cognitive evolutionary adaptation (Baillargeon et al., [@B3], [@B4]). Such adaptation is implemented by a mechanism computing a body of knowledge specific to the domain of naïve psychology, which comes online during the first year of age (Carruthers, [@B9]). Such early-developing domain-specific mindreading mechanism underpins *basic* mentalistic abilities (including the metarepresentational capacity to pass spontaneous-response false belief tests) which are to be distinguished from the full range of mature activities that may employ such skills. During the development these basic mindreading abilities "may eventually be recruited by higher cognitive processes for more complex tasks," thus *higher-order mentalistic activities* may emerge, which "may well interact (in a non-modular way) with other cognitive processes, and may not be uniform across individuals or cultures" (Scholl and Leslie, [@B25], p. 140). The focus on the neurocognitive bases of mentalizing abilities, therefore, does not rule out the influence of socio-cultural variables.

In the second place, we take a *cognitive-constructivist* stance on the debate on first-person mentalization (henceforth "introspection"). The argument for this claim builds on Carruthers\' ([@B8]) Interpretive Sensory-Access (ISA) account of the nature and sources of self-knowledge, which is a strong case for the claim that mindreading has a *functional* and *evolutionary* priority over introspection. According to the ISA account, although we can have non-interpretive access to our own sensory and affective states, the self-attribution of propositional attitude states is always a process of self-interpretation that exploits the same sensory channels that we utilize when working out other people\'s mental states.

Carruthers\'s theory of introspective self-knowledge, however, does not predict that mindreading is also *developmentally* prior to introspection (Carruthers, [@B7], p. 167). By contrast, we make just such a claim.

In an attempt to explain why we have the (false) intuition that there is introspection for our thoughts, Carruthers takes very seriously Wilson\'s ([@B28]) hypothesis that the self-transparency assumption "may make it easier for subjects to engage in various kinds of adaptive self-deception, helping them build and maintain a positive self-image" (Carruthers, [@B6], p. 138, n. 5). Moreover, in looking at the possibility that the emergence of introspection is a by-product of the evolution of mindreading, Carruthers considers such possibility as compatible with the hypothesis that introspection "might have come under secondary selection thereafter, perhaps by virtue of helping to build and maintain a positive self-image, as Wilson \[...\] suggests" (Carruthers, [@B6], p. 128).

Thus, here Carruthers is opening the door to the topic of defense mechanisms. Moreover, the ISA theory heavily draws on the confabulation data from the huge cognitive dissonance and causal attribution literatures (2011, chap. 11), and such data---we believe---can hardly be separated from the topic of the construction and maintenance of "a positive self-image." There is a problem, though. Carruthers\' ([@B8]) focus is on introspection construed as knowledge of one\'s own current mental states; and this knowledge "is arguably more fundamental than knowledge of oneself as *a self with an ongoing mental life*" (Carruthers et al., [@B10], p. 14; italics added). Now, insofar as Carruthers takes introspection merely as a competence to self-attribute one\'s own current mental states, Wilson\'s hypothesis of the self-defensive nature of introspection cannot be built into the ISA theory. For the topic of defenses makes sense only in the context of the construction and protection of the psychological self-consciousness or subjective identity ("a self with an ongoing mental life"). But once introspection is seen in this context it becomes possible to make the hypothesis that it *develops* through the act of turning on oneself the competence to mind-read others; and that this occurs through that socio-communicative interaction with caregivers (and successively other social partners) investigated in attachment theory research \[this seems to be what is at stake in Fernyhough\'s ([@B13]) and Hernik et al.\'s ([@B18]) commentaries on Carruthers ([@B6])\].

As regards attachment theory, it is to be noticed that it builds within a contextualist and systemic framework, where (individual) biology and (social) relationality go hand in hand. Individuals are pre-wired to the interpersonal relationship from the birth, and mindreading is integral to such pre-organization. It makes perfect sense, therefore, that the early-developing core mindreading system is an innate social-cognitive adaptation that is independent of the attachment system (Gergely and Unoka, [@B16]). This leads us to reject the hypothesis, variously put forward by a number of attachment theorists and infant researchers, that there is an inherent causal and functional link between the quality of early infant attachment on the one hand, and the development of mindreading on the other.

When we take into consideration introspection, in contrast, the child\'s socio-communicative interaction with caregivers is *constitutively* involved in the construction of the virtual inner space of the mind---an introspective (as opposed to bodily) form of self-consciousness that then evolves as narrative identity. The development of introspection is therefore an outward-in process through which a subject constructs itself as *psychologically* self-conscious (and not only as *physically* self-conscious) in an interplay of metarepresentational abilities, autobiographical memory, and socio-communicative capacities modulated by socio-cultural variables. The young child who turned her mindreading abilities upon herself under the thrust of caregivers\' mind-minded talk, by the end of the preschool years begins to grasp her introspective self-description as rationalized in terms of autobiography (Fivush, [@B14]).

This process of narrative self-construction is inseparably cognitive and affective in nature. Attachment theory and infant research have shown that affective growth and construction of identity cannot be separated. The description of the self that from 2 to 3 years of age the child keenly pursues is an "accepting description," i.e., a description that is indissolubly cognitive (as *definition* of self) and emotional-affectional (as *acceptance* of self). Briefly, the child needs a clear and consistent capacity to describe itself, fully legitimized by the caregiver and socially valid. Accordingly, one cannot ascribe concreteness and solidity to one\'s own self-consciousness if the latter does not possess, at its core, a description of identity that must be clear and, indissolubly, "good" as worthy of being loved.

The incessant construction and reconstruction of an acceptable and adaptively functioning identity is therefore the process through which our intra- and inter-personal balances are produced, and hence a foundation of psychological well-being and mental health. This finds illustration in the developmental psychopathology of attachment, according to which the abusive or seriously neglective behaviors of the attachment figures may give rise to disturbances in identity.

"Identity" is a central diagnostic criterion for personality disorders in DSM-5. Here we will look briefly at Borderline Personality Disorder (BPD), this being a clinical condition that---as Hernik et al. ([@B18]) suggest---"may become an important source of new data that could illuminate relationships between mindreading and self-awareness and their developmental antecedents" (p. 148).

In the first place, the majority of the studies that investigated the ability of BPD patients to mind-read other people found an equal or superior mindreading ability in BPD. In Franzen et al.\'s ([@B15]) economic exchange game experiment, for example, patients with BPD had to recognize fair or unfair attitudes and deception through emotional cues from facial expressions of others, attributing mental states in the interaction with social partners. They turned out to perform better than healthy controls. This makes perfect sense when mindreading is analyzed in the context of the attachment history of the patients with BPD. In Franzen et al.\'s ([@B15]) virtual trust game participants must recognize others\' intentions in a situation in which the other person could not be cooperative and/or could potentially hurt. BPD patients have been highly trained to mind-read, being their relationship with caregivers characterized by the need to protect themselves by means of an anticipation of neglectful or abusive behaviors, learning to read signals of threat or rejection (Linehan, [@B20]).

Second, BPD patients\' impairments in mentalization cannot be conceptualized independently from their difficulties with autobiographical memory. Let us consider Preißler et al.\'s ([@B23]) study, where patients with BPD were asked to perform two higher-order mentalization tasks---Baron-Cohen et al.\'s ([@B5]) "Reading the Mind in the Eyes" (RME) task; and the "Movie for the Assessment of Social Cognition" (MASC: Dziobek et al., [@B11]), a more ecologically valid task in which participants are required to attribute mental states to movie characters in an everyday life-relevant context. BPD patients\' performance on the RME did not show any impairments in mentalization compared to non-clinical controls. In the MASC, in contrast, PTSD intrusive symptomatology in the BPD group played an important role in the emergence of disturbed recognition of the feelings, thoughts, and intentions of the movie characters.

This is well in line with Dziobek et al.\'s ([@B12]) study, which used an fMRI adaptation of the Multifaceted Empathy Test. A region comprising the left superior temporal sulcus and gyrus (STS/STG) seems to play a role in higher-order mentalizing tasks such as those mentioned above (see, e.g., Saxe and Kanwisher, [@B24]). Now, Dziobek et al. found a reduced activation of the STS/STG region in BPD patients who reported high levels of recurring traumatic memories.

This leads us to a third point. The caregiver\'s neglect of a child\'s emotional responses is assumed to play a central role in the etiology of BPD (Lyons-Ruth et al., [@B21]). On the one hand, the absence of empathic affect-regulative-mirroring interactions may prevent the child from creating "the necessary mappings between the emerging causal representations of emotional states in others and emerging distinct emotional self-states," which in turn may give rise to "compromised second-order representations of self-states" (Hernik et al., [@B18], p. 148). On the other hand, BPD individuals\' need to implement strategies to cope with the deficit in affect self-regulation may contribute to the disruption of autobiographical memory (see, e.g., Van den Broeck et al., [@B26], [@B27]). In BPD patients, then, an interplay of impairments in first-person mentalization and autobiographical memory occurs, which disrupts the development of "autobiographical reasoning." This is the ability to create relations between different parts of one\'s past, present, and future life and one\'s personality and development; by so doing, it embeds personal memories in a culturally, temporally, causally, and thematically coherent life story, thus offering ways of establishing and re-establishing the diachronic continuity of the self (Habermas, [@B17]). The impairment of autobiographical reasoning, therefore, leads to identity disturbance---a "markedly and persistently unstable self-image or sense of self" (APA, [@B2], p. 664)---which has long been considered one of the defining features of BPD (see, e.g., Adler et al., [@B1]; Jørgensen et al., [@B19]).

In summary, we maintained that first-person mentalization/introspection is not simply a matter of self-attributing one\'s own current mental states; it is rather a higher-order mentalistic activity that gives shape to a psychological (as opposed to bodily) form of self-consciousness. Furthermore, introspection cannot be singled out from the context of that construction and defense of subjective identity that is the key to the developmental psychopathology of attachment. This was illustrated by the inextricable interweaving of mentalization, autobiographical reasoning, and identity disturbance in BPD patients.
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